





Odoardo Fialetti, Interior with children drawing from casts, 1608.
Etching, 15.4 X 11 cm.





Maker unknown, female mannequin, c.1525






Crispijn van de Passe, eyes (I.VII), 1643 (detail.)
Engraving, 29 X 19.5cm.
From:‘t licht der teken en schilderkonst.
Soest: Davaco Publishers, 1973. 

Fig. 4
Crispijn van de Passe, nude standing female (III.XX), 1643. 
Engraving, 29 X 19.5cm.
From: ‘t licht der teken en schilderkonst.
Soest: Davaco Publishers, 1973.

Fig. 5
Peter Paul Rubens, Venus at her Mirror, c.1615. 







Cesare Ripa, Bellezza, 1593.
Woodcut from Iconologia. Vol. I.
Buscaroli, Piero (ed.)
Turin: Fògola, 1988: 64.

Fig. 7
Andreas Vesalius, cadaver of an executed criminal.









Bartolomeo Passarotti (attr.), Michelangelo Giving an Anatomy Lesson, c.1570 (detail.)
Pen and ink on paper, 38.5 X 54 cm.
Paris, Louvre.
Source: Petherbridge, Deanna, The Primacy of Drawing: histories and theories of practice.
New Haven; Conneticut; London: Yale University Press, 2010: 247.
Fig. 9
Andreas Vesalius, écorché torso.












Rembrandt van Rijn, Bathsheba at her Bath, 1654.






Annibale Carracci, Study of a Seated Man, late 16th century.
Red chalk on paper, size unknown.
Florence, Uffizi.
Source: Feigenbaum, Gail, ‘Practice in the Carracci Academy.’
In: Lukehart, Peter M. (ed) The Artist’s Workshop.
Washington: University Press of New England, 1993:67.

Image 13
Lodovico Carracci, Flagellation of Christ, early 17th century.
Oil on canvas, size unknown.
Bologna, Pinacoteca Nazionale.
Source: Feigenbaum, Gail, ‘Practice in the Carracci Academy.’
In: Lukehart, Peter M. (ed) The Artist’s Workshop.
Washington: University Press of New England, 1993:65.

Image 14
Annibale Carracci (attr.), Figure Study, late 16th century.
Red chalk on paper, size unknown. 
Florence, Uffizi.
Source: Feigenbaum, Gail, ‘Practice in the Carracci Academy.’
In: Lukehart, Peter M. (ed) The Artist’s Workshop.
Washington: University Press of New England, 1993:64.

Image 15
Luca Ciamberlano after Agostino Carracci, Studies of Five Feet, 1600-1630.






Agostino Carracci (attr.), Male Nude, late 16th century.






Albrecht Dürer, Draughtsman Making a Perspective Drawing of a Reclining Woman, 1528.
Woodcut, 7.7 X 21.4cm.





Annibale Carracci (attr.), Figure Study of a Woman, late 16th century.
Red chalk on paper, size unknown.
Florence, Uffizi.
Source: Feigenbaum, Gail, ‘Practice in the Carracci Academy.’
In: Lukehart, Peter M. (ed) The Artist’s Workshop.
Washington: University Press of New England, 1993:68.

Fig. 19
Lodovico Carracci, Susanna and the Elders, early 17th century.
Oil on canvas, size unknown.





Raphael, Study of a Girl Holding a Mirror, c.1517-18.
Chalk on paper, size unknown.
Paris, Louvre.
Source: Bernstein, Joanne, G, ‘The Female Model and the Renaissance Nude: Durer, Giorgione, and Raphael.’
Artibus et Historiae, Vol. 13, No. 13 (1992): 59. 

Fig. 21
Raphael, Study for a Figure of Venus, 1498-1520.








Peter Paul Rubens, Helene Fourment in a Fur Coat, c.1638.






Hendrik Goltzius, Recumbent Nude, 1524.
Chalk on paper, size unknown.
USA, Private collection.
Source: Kok, Erna, ‘The Female Nude from Life: on studio practice and beholder fantasy.’
In: De Clippel, Karolien; Van Cauteren, Katharina; Van der Stighelen, Katlijne (eds). 
The Nude and the Norm in the Early Modern Low Countries.
Turnhout: Brepols, 2011: 44.

Fig. 24
Albrecht Dürer, Adam and Eve, 1504 (detail.)
Copper engraving, 25.1 X 20cm.





Albrecht Dürer, Adam and Eve, 1507 (detail.)






Agostino Carracci, Seated Figure, late 16th century (detail.)
Red chalk, size unknown.
Florence, Uffizi.
Source: Feigenbaum, Gail, ‘Practice in the Carracci Academy.’
In: Lukehart, Peter M. (ed) The Artist’s Workshop.
Washington: University Press of New England, 1993:67.

Fig. 27
Albrecht Dürer, Nude Self-Portrait, 1505.

















Lodovico Carracci, Study of a Recumbent Nude Boy, late 16th century.






Rembrandt van Rijn, Nude Woman Seated on a Mound, 1631.






Rembrandt van Rijn, Diana, 1631.






Rembrandt van Rijn, Sketch for Diana, 1631.






Crispijn van de Passe, Nude Seated Figure (III.XIV), 1643.
Etching, 29 X 19.5cm.
From:‘t licht der teken en schilderkonst.
Soest: Davaco Publishers, 1973. 

Fig. 34
Rembrandt van Rijn, Nude Woman Seated on a Mound, 1631.






Wenzel Hollar after Rembrandt van Rijn, Nude Woman Seated on a Mound, 1635.






Rembrandt van Rijn, Adam and Eve, 1638.






Albrecht Dürer, Adam and Eve, 1504.






Rembrandt van Rijn, A Woman Sitting  with a Hat Beside Her, 1658.






Rembrandt van Rijn, Diana Bathing, 1634 (detail.)
Oil on canvas, 94 X 74 cm. 





Rembrandt van Rijn, Bathsheba at her Bath, 1654.


















‘NAKEDNESS REVEALS ITSELF. NUDITY IS PLACED ON DISPLAY’​[1]​


The Renaissance nude cannot be found through a simple act of undressing. In fact, the draughtsman’s process for finding the nude often excluded the use of real, individual bodies as a source of inspiration. Each artistic source aimed to typify the naked body, leaving little or no space for any depiction of the individual and naturally imperfect form. Although there is a definite change in its connotations, Renaissance artistic attitudes to the nude developed directly from the ancient world; in both periods artists retain a distinct lack of interest in depicting the individual and thus un-idealised naked body. An explanation for this can be found in Renaissance aims in painting and the theory of decorum. Although Renaissance art theorists were preoccupied with ‘variety,’ artists did not completely cohere to this in their nude depictions. Instead, rules of decorum, sources of the nude and artistic style created, to an extent, a painted nude ‘type.’​[2]​ Whilst Renaissance art literature clarifies that artistic variety was of pivotal importance,​[3]​ it was a variety that must make sense. The chapter entitled Qualità de’nudi of Leonardo’s Trattato della pittura (1651) is just one example of the multitude of treatises consisting of rules for depicting the body. These rules essentially enabled the artist to draw from life without actually looking to it. It is a reined in version of natural variety fitted neatly between the pages of a book.

The first chapter of this dissertation will investigate the ways artists of the period learnt to draw the nude, and the methods, other than from life, they used to find it. The second will concern life drawing. The chapter will argue that even when looking directly at the live nude model, artists still lacked interest in depicting the individual. Although a growing importance was given to drawing from life in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, seen predominantly in the Carracci Academy but later spreading to the Northern artists and becoming diffused in mainstream art education, issues surrounding drawing the nude model meant that a depiction of the individual was again impossible. The essay will conclude with a case study of Rembrandt, arguing that the draughtsman could only depict the individual nude through two means; through the illusion of life, that is, the artist’s imagination, or, in depicting the particular, using models from the lower strata of society. Moreover, it will suggest that individual nudes were acceptable only within the particular contexts of story, setting and material. 

To begin, it is important to clarify the meaning of the term ‘individual.’ R. D. Laing understood the majority of people to feel themselves ‘embodied.’ That is, with a sense of being made of flesh and blood, and with their mind and body inextricably linked, desires and physicality inseparable.​[4]​ For the remaining; ‘The body is felt more as one object among other objects in the world than as the core of the individual’s own being.’​[5]​ The Renaissance nude is something unembodied. There is no person within it, no ‘Ghost in the Machine.’​[6]​ This person-shaped void allows the viewer to either impose his own desires on the depicted body or place himself within its form. A lack of the ‘person’ in art is mirrored in Renaissance attitudes to the individual in life. The theory of the Renaissance discovery of the individual was coined in 1860 by Swiss cultural historian Jacob Burckhardt​[7]​ and has remained a popular understanding of the period ever since. But John Jeffries Martin understands the true Renaissance self as a far cry from the concept of individuality existing in today’s society.​[8]​ Individual autonomy was actually reined in by all kinds of factors such as codes of civility and religious prohibitions. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries certainly saw an explosion of personal documentation​[9]​ but this should not be used to argue either a discovery of the individual nor an interest in it. In fact, we could see the growing use of the printing press as an overriding factor in this proliferation. Did people document themselves just because they could?

The Renaissance self was multifaceted. Martin distinguishes three types of selfhood in the period existing together in each individual. The first is the civic or communal self, which shows collective identity as the defining characteristic of an individual, that is, their place in society and within their family lineage. This played true for every strata of society, from peasant to king. The second type of self is the one we are familiar with in the modern world; the individual as the expressive or self-reflective subject. Although not as prominent as the civic self, it is evidenced through the growth of self-portraiture and self-documentation. The third self Martin calls the ‘porous self,’ open to outside influences of spiritual force.​[10]​ Although this third self will not be discussed here, as a theory it can be used to disprove the idea of the autonomous and self-contained Renaissance individual. It is the civic self that is depicted most clearly in Renaissance portraiture. This self did not come from within but was created by the effects of the outside world. And so it is mirrored in the portrait. From the sixteenth-century a person’s social status was exemplified in portraiture through his clothing and the objects surrounding him. This suggests that identities were collective and institutionalised rather than individual;​[11]​ a suggestion exemplified in De pueris instituendis (1529) in which Erasmus writes; ‘man certainly is not born, but made man.’​[12]​ Were people pushed towards a self-fashioned ‘type’ even in life? Stephen Greenblatt writes; ‘Perhaps the simplest observation we can make is that in the sixteenth-century there appears to be an increased self-consciousness about the fashioning of human identity as a manipulable, artful process.’​[13]​ This idea is reinforced by the century’s books on etiquette. Baldassare Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier (1528) took as its central theme the importance of giving a good public impression of oneself.​[14]​ This is yet another version of the Renaissance self; the self for self-improvement. This desired idealisation of the self can be linked to idealisation in the human figure. Alberti took the view that on depicting the nude, any unpleasing part should be hidden by the artist.​[15]​ Were his words a visual precursor to Castiglione’s advice that one should never trust anyone to the extent of ‘telling him all one’s thoughts without reserve as if he were one’s very self’?​[16]​ Public art, as in public life, was painfully self-aware.

In conclusion, notions of the individual largely remained as they had been in the medieval period. Representations of individuals in every format were rarely expressions or celebrations of individuality as we know it now. The individual was depicted as part of a greater whole, be that his family, his guild or his townsfolk.​[17]​ Never since has John Donne’s phrase ‘no man is an island’​[18]​ been more appropriate.

If there was little interest in the individual person, there was even less so in the individual body. The artists from antiquity to the Renaissance used the naked form not to highlight its particular physical imperfections and quirks but to relay a variety of meanings to the viewer. The multiplicity in translations of the nude would be often contradictory; Ancient Greek art saw male nudes symbolising both vulnerability and heroism, purity and barbarism.​[19]​ In life, the Greeks attached great importance to nakedness. Evidenced in Attic red and black-figure pottery, in gymnasiums and sports-grounds young men displayed themselves totally naked. The body was something to be proud of.​[20]​ This contrasted with the Roman attitude towards nudity, which saw public nakedness as taboo. For Romans the only acceptable nudity lay in the realm of the gods. Thus not only in antiquity was there a contradiction in what the nude body could represent, but also, in the Roman world, an astute distinction between nudity in art and life.​[21]​ Although a number of meanings existed behind the antique nude, a prominent trope of idealisation can be seen in ancient sculpture. Any visitor to the recent exhibition on ancient Greek art in the British Museum​[22]​ would have been left with the overarching feeling that there were two main types of body in classical antiquity; the muscular, heroised male, and the unsuccessfully self-effacing female, ever attempting to protect her modesty in a way that displays all she has. These poses have been much repeated over the years, with a marked resurgence in the Renaissance. 

The Christian discomfort with the body in the middle ages brought with it a further wealth of iconographic contexts in which naked figures appear.​[23]​ Nudity again took on many more contradictory meanings. It came to symbolise inner character, the spiritual strength of Christ and the martyrs. Conversely, it was associated with shame, exemplified in the post-apple humiliation of Adam and Eve.​[24]​ From the fifteenth-century nudity was used in the depiction of particular figures from the Pagan world. This turned it into a visual marker differentiating the hero or god from the common, mortal man.​[25]​ Nudity as characteristic of ancient art had long been testified. Giovanni Boccaccio’s On Famous Women (1374) affirmed that in antiquity figures for the most part were rendered either nude or semi-nude.​[26]​ In Le imagini de i dei de gli antichi (1556) Vincenzo Cartari states that the ancients would depict their gods and kings naked as a way of exhibiting their sincerity.​[27]​ And so filling ones canvas with idealised nude figures would imply to the Renaissance viewer an ancient, mythological past; an Arcadia of the genre that had flourished with Theocritus in the third-century BC.​[28]​ Nudity as an attribute of the ideal was used in both antique and Renaissance art. It was further employed by Cesare Ripa in his Iconologia (1593) as a main characteristic for a large number of allegories, including beauty.​[29]​ 

The number of meanings that the nude Renaissance body can employ validates John Berger’s understanding of nudity as a form of dress,​[30]​ an iconographical attribute that defines and adds layers of meaning to what is represented.​[31]​ In 1956 Kenneth Clarke posited a difference between ‘naked’ and ‘nude.’ Whilst nude bodies are balanced and confident, nakedness implies vulnerability and embarrassment.​[32]​ The nude is what we associate with high and idealised art. We can look to the Bible for validation of Clarke’s argument. After Adam and Eve eat the apple; ‘the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together, and made themselves aprons.’​[33]​ Nakedness becomes shameful. Nudity, therefore, must be something different, it transcends the individual. Berger writes; ‘To be nude is to be seen naked by others and yet not recognised for oneself. A naked body has to be seen as an object in order to become a nude.’​[34]​ In the Renaissance period the nude became the subject that allowed the artist to best showcase his talent. Paolo Pino in 1548 wrote that the artist must add at least one naked figure into his painting to showcase the ‘perfection of art.’​[35]​ The complexity surrounding nudity, and one that was by no means simplified in the Renaissance, means that it lay far from the simple depiction of the individual.

Depiction of the nude was also coloured by the theories surrounding the painted image. In writing; ‘Most noble is the art of painting and concerned with not insignificant matters,’​[36]​ Philostratus the Younger alludes to an antique attitude that carried into the Renaissance.​[37]​ Interestingly, Arthur Fairbanks clarifies in his translation of Imagines that Philostratus specifically meant figure painting. These qualities given to painting were earlier referrered to by Aristotle, who links good art to virtue when discussing the opposite;

…any occupation, art, or science, which makes the body or soul or mind of the freeman less fit for the practice or exercise of virtue, is vulgar; wherefore we call those arts vulgar which tend to deform the body, and likewise all paid employments, for they absorb and degrade the mind.​[38]​

It is not only through the visual evidence of antiquity and the Renaissance we see a lack of interest artists had in depicting the individual and thus imperfect nude body. It is found too in theoretical treaties. The antique relationship between figure painting and nobility or virtue ties into the Renaissance reasons for practicing art. The role of the great artist was to perfect nature rather than simply copy it. Armenini writes in 1587 of the masters of disegno; ‘…it is their function to give proper form, proportion and measurements to those objects which nature has poorly made and badly composed.’​[39]​ Even Leonardo, an artist who actively documented the variety of the natural world, states; ‘…it would well please me that you avoid monstrous things, like long limbs, short trunks, narrow chests and long arms…’​[40]​ This theory resonated with the Northern artists. Jan de Bisschop, in addressing Johan Six, the ex-magistrate of Amsterdam in his Paradigmata (1671) writes; ‘One statement of yours about painting always rings fresh in my ears: it was when you advised me always to express the beautiful in whatever way possible.’​[41]​ The belief that nature was flawed and art superior was widely accepted in the late decades of the sixteenth-century, an idea first illustrated in Ovid’s Metamorphoses.  Raphael’s epitaph, written by Pietro Bembo, documents the Renaissance artist’s victory over nature; ‘Here lies famous Raphael: with him unscathed, the great parent of things feared to be vanquished; when he died, to die.’​[42]​ Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, too much compliance to nature was viewed negatively. For Alberti beauty was in painting as pleasing as it was necessary.​[43]​ He documents Demetrius as having failed to obtain the highest praise because he was more devoted to likeness than beauty.​[44]​ 

Renaissance artists sourced their beauty through a process of selection evolved directly from the writings and philosophies of classical antiquity. Plato’s Allegory of the Cave imagined a world in which the inhabitants saw only shadows of the ideal forms that existed beyond their reach.​[45]​ The philosopher’s theory can be used to differentiate the typified, idealised figure from the individual whom I seek. The latter is an imperfect copy, a shade, of the idealised type. In the Renaissance beauty was thought not to exist solely in one person but, as Alberti notes, was ‘dispersed here and there in many.’​[46]​ This beauty was one that ‘nature barely exhibits in a thousand bodies.’​[47]​ The process of selection from many in order to create one beautiful whole is illustrated in the story of Zeuxis, the artist who; ‘…chose from all the youth in that place the five most beautiful girls, drawing from these every beauty praised in a woman.’​[48]​ This exercise of taking ideal parts from many different subjects assumes, as Berger writes; ‘a remarkable indifference to who any one person really was.’​[49]​

Not only must the Renaissance artist concern himself with beauty in the painted nude but also with decorum, a classical concept originally associated with oration.​[50]​ Horace’s description of grotesques in the Ars Poetica (c. 19BC) can be used as an example of the comically inharmonious consequences of painting without it;

Suppose one painter out of whim was led
To join a horses neck to a human head,
Use feathers of all kinds as overlay
And form the body in so strange a way
That while each member was a curio
And a crude fish supplied the tail below
The tender look appearing on the face
Belonged to a young girl of charm and grace,
If you, my friends, were summoned by this hack,
To come and see, could you keep your laughter back?​[51]​





















HOW TO FIND THE NUDE: AN EARLY MODERN MONSTER


The Renaissance painted nude can be seen as a Frankenstein’s monster, a patchwork of body parts put together to create a unified whole. This chapter will look at the multitude of ways artists found to construct the nude without needing to look at the disrobed model. It aims to show that the Renaissance valuation of the nude as the epitome of high art meant that even whilst experimenting on paper, artist encounter with the human body was streamlined and clipped by a confident sense of what was required in the final product.​[59]​ 

The rise of the Academy in the second half of the sixteenth-century saw the beginnings of an institutional context for the study of the nude form,​[60]​ both for students and practicing artists. The history painting, the epitome of an artist’s oeuvre, required the artist knowing how to represent the human figure, the form Karel Van Mander in Het Schilderboeck (1604) described as ‘the most important part of creation.’​[61]​ Knowledge of the nude form was pivotal even in clothed depictions of people. This is demonstrated through Alberti’s advice that before painting a clothed figure, the artist should draw it nude first so the drapery will hang naturally.​[62]​







It was only after a perfection of the inanimate that students were allowed to continue in their training. This granted each youth familiarity with the ideal before looking to the natural. Moreover, copying from contemporary masterpieces also allowed them to learn a particular style. The importance of choosing one master over many to copy was emphasised as early as the first half of the fifteenth-century in Cennino Cennini’s Il Libro dell’Arte (1437).​[67]​ Arnold Houbraken blames the failures of some of the young Dutch artists on them not abiding by this traditional way of learning to draw;

(I) they do not spend enough time copying fine prints and drawings from Italy and elsewhere. Also (II), they do not take enough trouble drawing from plaster casts modeled from the finest antiques, nor copying models of the most respected masters…and (III) they do not have a fundamental grasp of human anatomy…Without these preparations one cannot take a single step in art, not even if one has reached the point where one draw from the naked model.​[68]​

This quote evidences the cohesion between Northern and Southern artist training. A correspondence between the two practices was due to a tradition of the low country artist making a pilgrimage across the Alps to study antiquity and the modern masters.​[69]​ Beginning in the sixteenth-century, these journeys were the beginnings of what became the Grand Tour; the obligatory travel route for the discerning young gentlemen of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.





The lay figure held only marginal status amongst the several kinds of bodies and body parts the early modern artist deployed in representing the human figure. However, although appearing in only one sixth of painters’ inventories published by Abraham Bredius in the early twentieth-century,​[70]​ lay figures did remain, for some artists, a crucial part of 
bodily depiction and compositional exploration. The mannequins were made in both the miniature and in life-size and were used by artists to aid their drawing skills and as substitutes for live models in their compositions. Filarete describes the use of a small, jointed lay figure to explore the fall of fabric on a body in his Trattato di architettura (c.1464).​[71]​ Once sketched out, the figures would be humanised. The fourth section of Crispijn van de Passe’s ‘t licht der teken en schilderkonst (1643) contains engravings prescribing various methods to add life to the lay figure. His illustrations depict increasingly realistic bodies, showing an artistic process from the depiction of mannequin to that of flesh.​[72]​ 














The drawing book came into existence in both the North and South of Europe in the sixteenth-century. Drawing books were used both by students to condition their artistic reflexes in their earliest training and artists looking for particular poses, shapes or objects 
for their compositions.​[75]​  The books were in a similar vein to anatomical treaties, both a far cry from the formulaic pattern book of the middle ages. Drawing books gave two approaches to depicting man, empirically, through imitation, or mathematically, using set proportion.​[76]​ Both Heinrich Vogtherr’s Frembds und wunderbars kunstbüchlin and Erhard Schön’s Underweisung der proportion und stellung der possen were published in Germany in 1538, and serve to illustrate the difference between pattern and drawing book.​[77]​ The former contains simplistic, colouring book style illustrations of heads, architectural decoration, weaponry, hands and feet. It does not deal in the nude form at all, whilst the latter concerns itself with proportional bodies in all kinds of positions and with different senses of perspective.

Odoardo Fialetti’s Il vero modo et ordine per dissegnar tutte le parti e membra del corpo humano (1608) is generally thought of as the first published body part handbook. Drawing books like his contained both full figures and fragmented body parts. Deanna Petherbridge describes these body parts as alphabets, intended to be learnt by copying until the hand had become familiarised with their shapes and constructional principles.​[78]​ Fialetti’s manual emphasises male over female anatomy. Whilst this suggests that his images had originated from studying the live model, many of his figures are displayed holding poses that would have been impossible to sustain for the time it would realistically have taken to depict them.​[79]​ Crispijn van de Passe’s Schilderkonst bears much similarity to Fialetti’s book. Section I contains separate body parts in different conditions; eyes open, closed, wide, looking up, anxious or to the ground (Fig. 3). Dot-to-dot diagrams and geometric outlines illustrate how to build up complex hand gestures. The book is literally a step-by-step guide on how to draw the human body. It is only van de Passe’s nude studies that give us the sense that, like Fialetti, he was drawing from life, though a life depicted through seventeenth-century Dutch taste and idealised proportion. Van de Passe’s men are muscular, classicised. His women, interestingly, are the most life-like. It is highly unlikely that he would have been drawing from the female nude in this period, so rather than understanding his lack of classical influence to mean he used the live nude model, it is more likely he was adhering to a separate ideal. A Northern round bellied high-breasted idealised female body. The strict cohesion between the female nudes in the book, despite their faces differing (in both characteristics and care taken over their depiction) does allow us to believe that van de Passe was depicting an idealisation of the female form. This is emphasised through their similarity to Rubens’s full-bodied women (see Fig’s 4 and 5). The figures in drawing books like Schilderkonst are types. They would have been copied by many different artists, thus making typification in painting inevitable.





















…nature in its wisdom has formed the human head so that it should stand at the very top of the body, as the cornerstone of that remarkable structure which is known as the “microcosm.” Consequently all the other parts of this same body should suitably derive their own proportions from it.​[80]​

The Renaissance theory of human proportion was a prerequisite for the artist in finding beauty, and, although exact measurements and methods varied, it was found in all sixteenth and seventeenth-century drawing books and theoretical treaties. Alongside being an artistic preoccupation, human proportion was seen as an expression of the concord between macrocosm and microcosm.​[81]​ Moreover, the proportional body was praised as a visual realisation of musical harmony by Pomponius Gauricus in De sculptura (1504) and reduced to geometrical and mathematic principles like the Golden Ratio.​[82]​ But it is the beautifying aspect to human proportion that concerns us here. Dolce’s testament that ‘…what produces beauty is nothing other than a harmony of proportion’​[83]​ is mirrored in Ripa’s allegory of Bellezza (Fig. 6). She holds a set of measures to demonstrate that beauty is consistent in measurement and proportion. Ripa elaborates that these measures should be correct within their time and place, alluding to decorum.​[84]​ In fact, human proportion was intrinsic to decorum as it was concerned with the composition of every member of the body being in accordance with the others.​[85]​ 

Renaissance fascination with human proportion had its groundings in the classical world. In around 450BC Polykleitos of Sicyon created a statue he named Kanon in order to support his theoretical treatise on proportion. In these writings he postulated the idea that all parts of the human body relate to each other in mathematical terms.​[86]​ Polykleitos invented what he believed to be true proportion by means of a constant ratio to all body parts based on the length of a bone of the little finger.​[87]​ Although neither Polykleitos’s treatise nor his sculpture survived antiquity, the Renaissance saw a revival of his theories. The Roman copy of Kanon, the Naples Doryphorus (120-15BC), and the references to Polykleitos in both Pliny and Galen allowed his fame to live on, and his theories to become a fundamental law from which to derive the principles of art.​[88]​ 

Renaissance artists in both the North and South were also inspired by the classical writings of Vitruvius, whose manuscript had been discovered in 1414 in the library of the Monastery of Saint Gallen.​[89]​ Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man (c.1490) was created using the writer’s system of canonical proportions. Leonardo recommended that every artist have his own body measured so that he was aware of his relationship to the norm. And what is the norm he refers to? It is a typification of the human body. This typification can also be found in Renaissance comparisons between the body and the architectural orders,​[90]​ an ancient topos that can be traced back as far as Vitruvius.​[91]​ 

From antiquity and through the Renaissance we see theorists expressing measurements not as they were for any individual but as they should be. They are the formulae of ideal beauty.​[92]​ Sometime before 1500 Dürer was shown Vitruvian proportion by Jacopo de’Barbari and took it upon himself to construct the perfect man.​[93]​ His project of measuring bodies led him to a conclusion that echoed Zeuxis; after the Fall, perfect beauty could no longer exist in one person, but was instead distributed among many.​[94]​ After 1507 the artist abandoned the idea of imposing a geometrical scheme on the body and the task of finding one exemplary and normative canon of beauty as others before (and after) advocated.​[95]​ Instead he set about deducing measurements from nature.​[96]​ The artist’s Four Books on Human Proportion was published in 1528, several months after his death.​[97]​ They depict a variety of characteristic body types; five female, eight male and one child.​[98]​ Dürer discovered these types through empirical observation with only one non-empirical element. As documented by Panofsky, he used a rule derived from the study of Euclid that the length of the thigh be the same as the length of thigh to shin.​[99]​ Dürer was among the first artists either side of the Alps whose extant work (both visual and theoretical) attests equal interest in both genders.​[100]​ The female form was often disregarded simply as an abnormality of the male. Cennini writes on depicting the female; ‘I will disregard, for she lacks proportion.’​[101]​ His theory could be explained by his being unable to find any examples from antiquity. Certainly the Vitruvian treatise lacked instructions regarding proportions of female figures.​[102]​ Woman had always been secondary, from her very creation out of Adam’s rib.​[103]​ This lack in historical exemplar gave Dürer freedom in his proportional depictions of the female body.​[104]​ 









From the mid sixteenth-century anatomy became another of the regular subjects of study for artists both in and out of their training.​[107]​ Lorenzo Ghiberti recommends it as a field of study for the sculptor in particular.​[108]​ He writes in I Commentari (c.1447) of the importance that ‘the sculptor knows how many bones are in the human body…and also the muscles that are in the male body and all its nerves and ligaments.’​[109]​ Alberti elaborates;

just as for a clothed figure we first have to draw the naked body beneath it and then cover it with clothes, so in painting a nude the bones and muscles must be arranged first, and then covered with appropriate     flesh and skin in such a way that it is not difficult to perceive the positions of the muscles.​[110]​








De fabrica corporis humana (1543) written by Andreas Vesalius, was one of the outcomes of the period’s growing enlightenment in human biological discovery. The book consists of seven sections, all depicting a different system of the (predominantly male) human body.​[116]​ It can be used as a case study to argue typification in nude observation and depiction. Vesalius instructs his readers; ‘A body employed for public dissection be as temperantissumum or average as possible according to its sex and of medium age, so that you can compare it to other bodies as if to the statue of Polykleitus.’​[117]​ It is important to note however that although proclaiming in writing the importance of the ideal, in practice the case was somewhat different. Scarcity of dead bodies meant those dissecting took whatever they managed to obtain.​[118]​ Typically these would be the corpses of executed criminals. An uncharacteristically brutal allusion to this can be found in Fig. 7. Glenn Harcourt believes Vesalius’ work to imply that it is only important to obtain the normative (which in his case was the idealised) specimen in public dissections. For those dissecting in private, any cadaver would suffice.​[119]​ Was there, then, a sense of decorum even in dissection? 

The Fabrica of Vesalius and other anatomical atlases served both scientists and artists. They are a physical example of the interlocking preoccupations between the two subjects that came to fruition in the Renaissance. Throughout the medieval period, anatomy books were simple un-illustrated textbooks, used alongside the actual dissection.​[120]​ One of the first illustrated manuscripts on the subject was the 1345 Anathomia of Guido da Vigevano.​[121]​ Through the study of his simple, schematic illustrations it can be assumed that from their beginnings, anatomical illustrations did little to serve the event. They did, however, serve paramount artistic importance. Along with anatomical statues, widely used in the sixteenth-century,​[122]​ the treatises supplied an education in anatomy for the mass of artists who had been unable to study in the theatre the écorché body.​[123]​ Raffaello Borghini in his Il Ripose (1584) in fact describes Bartolomeo Passarotti’s later sixteenth-century book of anatomy (now lost) as something intended to instruct in the arts of design.​[124]​ 

The illustrated cadavers in anatomical treatises jar with what the books describe. In Fabrica the bodies depicted are of the one classical idealised form, but its extensive text maps out all human variety in words. In the service of his teleology Vesalius had to adhere to illustrative regularity to a certain degree, but it also appears that he felt bound to the pictorial traditions of the Renaissance.​[125]​ The illustrations of Fabrica can be seen to epitomise the beauty of God’s creation.​[126]​ This implies that not only was Vesalius adhering to Renaissance taste, but also to religious morality and its high valuation of the human body. By depicting the cadavers as exemplars of God’s creation, Vesalius diminishes the act of violation in the text. In addition, by classicising the dismembered forms, the Fabrica further disassociates itself from the real, individual bodies that we each reside in. The illustrations instead allude to the ongoing Renaissance discovery of fragmented antique sculpture, thus immediately becoming more palatable.​[127]​ An example of this can be seen through the comparison of the human trunks in Book V to the Belvedere Torso. The short skeletons can also be explained in terms of classicising, as they adhere to antique canons of proportion.​[128]​ Moreover, the cadavers have been placed in a classicised, pastoral context. These illustrations would serve to reinforce to the viewer that dissection was actually practiced in antiquity, thus upping its status.​[129]​







The view that dissection of bodies amounted to a violation against the dead, even in the name of scientific discovery, was one deeply engrained in Western civilisation.​[130]​ The illustrated figures, alongside being classicised, have been carefully crafted so as to avoid the impression that what one is looking at is an individual.​[131]​ Neither society nor taste gave leeway in the anatomical atlas for visual individualism. Classical models guaranteed the attainment of good taste, decorum and correct form and proportion.​[132]​ These dehumanised illustrations therefore, are not individuals but types. 

Fashion
A final artistic source for the nude form was through the visualisation of the body as if filtered through clothing. Anne Hollander writes; ‘Without clothes bodies show the amazing irregularity of human nakedness, an untidy, unpredictable diversity of all kinds, at odds with the conception of an ideal - even an ideal of variety.’​[133]​ With clothes on, everyone seems to have been cast from the same mould.​[134]​ As previously discussed, art restricts variety. Clothing does the same. Hollander argues a correlation between the shapes of nude bodies in art and the fashions of the period. Rembrandt’s Bathsheba at her Bath (Fig. 11) can be used as an example. The model’s flaccid midriff hints at unused muscles that have relied on years of corset use to give them definition and her waistline is at a raised level fashionable at that date. Moreover, her fullish breasts and upright spine reflect the mid seventeenth-century shift in fashion towards a more prominent bust and less protuberant stomach.​[135]​




























If, as he sometimes did, he painted a naked woman,
He took no Grecian Venus as his model but rather
A washerwoman, or a peat-trader from a barn.
He called the idiocy ‘copying nature’
And everything else vain ornament. Flabby breasts,
Contorted hands, even the creases left by straps
On the body, or garters on the leg,
They must all be copied else nature was not satisfied,
His nature, that is, which tolerated neither rules
Nor principles of proportion in the human figure.​[142]​

The last two lines of this verse are particularly interesting, as they suggest a belief that nature, true nature, is not what we see in front of us, but something pure and regulated. The variety given so much weight by art theorists is once again shown as something that must be controlled and reined in from its beginnings in the natural world. This restraint applied to the nude both through artistic decorum and moral and social issues surrounding the live nude model. These issues meant that the nude from life was typified, making even drawing from nature a route to finding the unindividual nude. 

Although artists had been drawing the nude from life since Pisanello in the first half of the fifteenth-century,​[143]​ the Italian rise of the Academy in the sixteenth-century gave an increasing importance in both Northern and Southern Europe to drawing from life. One very informal Academy (in fact, art historians have often bickered over the use of the word) was the Academia degli Incamminati, founded in around 1582 by the three young Carracci cousins Lodovico, and the brothers Annibale and Agostino.​[144]​ Drawing from life was at the heart of the Academy.​[145]​ There are many instances of the Carracci putting individual figures taken directly from life drawing sessions straight into their paintings. The practice can be seen in Lodovico’s Flagellation of Christ (Fig. 13). The reclining figure on the right has arguably been taken from the same model, albeit at a slightly shallower angle, as Annibale’s Figure Study (Fig. 14).​[146]​ The similarity between the two images implies both originated from the same group life drawing session.












Drawing nae’t leven did not take firm hold in the North until after 1590 when Hendrik Goltzius joined with Cornelisz van Harleem and Van Mander to institute the practice based on his experiences in the Florentine and Roman drawing Academies.​[149]​ It was only from the seventeenth-century with the increasing value placed on naturalism that drawing from life really took root on the other side of the Alps.​[150]​ This is reflected in the same period’s rise of the still life.






The general artistic desire to idealise even the nude from life evidences life drawing as yet another process through which artists in both the North and South were able to find the typified and idealised human form. Life drawing was rarely seen as an end in itself. It was part of the artistic process of finding the nude. Even the Carracci, who took drawing from life so seriously that they sketched models in all kinds of mundane postures, were uninterested in them as individuals. Rather, their figures were means to an end of particular and pre-conceived painted compositions. Furthermore, although drawing directly from nature took pivotal importance, Academy members were not young boys but adults who had already studied under other artists.​[158]​ Not only would they be trained in a set style, but also in the idealisation of the nude body. We can see some evidence of a practice of muscularising the male nude in the life drawings of the Carracci and their workshop. Malvasia writes, on the Carracci’s choice of models; ‘…there was never a lack of the best bodies, whether male or female, to serve as muscular and well-proportioned models.’​[159]​ But I would suggest Fig. 16 shows, although obviously a human pose, an image with an overriding preoccupation with sculpture, and an exaggeration of the natural musculature.

ISSUES SURROUNDING DRAWING THE NUDE

‘It cannot be asserted as a general principle that exclusively copying from life should be the only means to achieve competence in art. If that were so then it would necessarily follow that those who chose to paint most from life would be the best masters in art, which is not generally the case; on the contrary, many are persuaded that this is untrue.’​[160]​

Alongside a lack of artistic interest in drawing directly from life, the many religious and social issues surrounding drawing from the nude meant artists were further deterred. As in anatomy, once sourced, the body had to be idealised and thus de-individualised in different ways. 

The difficulty of finding models may be deduced from Leonardo’s advice to; ‘…go every Saturday to the hot baths where you will see naked men.’​[161]​ Dürer’s illustration Draughtsman Making a Perspective Drawing of a Reclining Woman (Fig. 17) insinuates that by its publication in the second edition of Art of Measurement in 1538 the practice of the artist drawing from the at least partially nude model was well enough established to have been a concern of the modern artist.​[162]​ However, in general there is a lack of pictorial evidence of artists using females modeling completely nude.​[163]​ 
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Until around 1650, neither written nor visual sources are sufficiently convincing to reconstruct a studio practice of females posing in the nude on a regular basis.​[164]​ This lack necessitated the common undertaking of re-gendering live male models. Malvasia writes that the Carracci; ‘…made a practice of posing as models for one another’​[165]​ and details a particular instance in which the plump and fleshy Lodovico stripped to the waist to have his back copied by Annibale for Venus, a Satyr and Two Cupids.​[166]​ The practice is glaringly obvious in Annibale’s Figure study of a woman (Fig. 18). The muscular upper left arm and oddly placed breast expose his figure’s original gender. Annibale’s drawing was directly copied by Lodovico for his painting Susanna and the Elders (Fig. 19).​[167]​ Here though, the figure is softer and more feminine. The muscular upper arms and armpits have been replaced with easily bruised white flesh.  






Drawing from life can transform an artist’s depiction of a nude figure. One only has to compare two works in the oeuvre of the hugely active draughtsman Raphael. The delicate intimacy of his Study of a Girl Holding a Mirror (Fig. 20) suggests the work must have been done from the life, whilst Study for a Figure of Venus (Fig. 21) hints at the re-gendering of a male model. The figure has a masculine and muscled torso. Its arms have been placed to hide the breast area, and it lacks a crotch. 






The lack of true female life drawings can be explained by the morality issues surrounding the artist’s model. A fascination with the relationship between artist and model can be found in the legends of antiquity. These stories exemplify the voyeuristic artist and idealised model; erotic inspiration as the generator of great art. It is believed Praxiteles modeled his Venus of Knidos on his mistress, Phryne. Apelles is told to have fallen in love when painting Campaspe, the mistress of Alexander the Great. As fortune would have it, the king was so enamored with the finished painting he gifted his lover to the artist.​[168]​ The artists of antiquity fell in lust not only with their models but their own creations. Pygmalion sculpts a female form so beautiful he falls in love with it, desperate for it to awaken into life (and luckily for him, this is exactly what happens.)​[169]​ These antique stories all idealise the nude female model. Their recognition in both popular Renaissance culture and art highlights the attitude of the image as a powerful force. Leonardo’s accounts of incidents where paintings fool people and animals​[170]​ were directly sourced from the antique writings of authors such as Philostratus, his use of ekphrasis throughout Imagines illustrating the way pictures can move and deceive their viewers. Gerard de Lairesse sums up a belief formulated by Erasmus; ‘Although writing can stimulate our heart and lust, the eye does so much stronger…’​[171]​ Religious writers discussed both the positives and negatives of this power. Dolce alludes to paintings as ‘the books of the ignorant’, having the influence to awaken devotion.​[172]​ Both religious and non-religious writings on art tended to focus on the assumption that paintings of the nude would arouse lust in the viewer.​[173]​ In the North, the work of sixteenth-century Dutch poet and humorist Jacob Cats was filled with warnings about looking at nude women.​[174]​ Dolce criticises the nude both in terms of religion and on the grounds of decorum when writing on Michelangelo’s Last Judgement;

Does it seem proper to you that an artist, to show off the complexities of his art, should constantly and disrespectfully expose those parts of his nude figures which shame and decency keep concealed, without regard either for the sanctity of the persons depicted, or for the place in which they stand on display?​[175]​

Although there are certainly more negative written reactions than positive ones, given the substantial production of nudes in paintings and prints in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, there must have been a considerable amount of the public who appreciated them.​[176]​ Moreover, whilst Renaissance moral texts are full of stories detailing how nude images will stir up bad behaviour in the viewer, there is no primary evidence of this ever happening. Interestingly, Renaissance religious discussion on the nude in art is echoed in contemporary Western discourse on pornography. The idea that images can be carriers of bad values and thus generate bad behaviour has followed us into the present day. To conclude, the very fact that the nude took such a pivotal position in religious dialogue, particularly with the repressive preoccupation with decorum that followed the Counter-Reformation,​[177]​ (alongside the Reformation’s lack of imagery completely), is evidence enough that freedom in depicting the individual nude was an issue. 

The popularity of ancient myths concerning the female nude model as sexually obtainable meant that in the Renaissance, any recognisably depicted nude would have been seen as disreputable in real life. Houbraken gives an anecdote in his biography of Rembrandt that highlights the artist-model assumed relationship. The artist rented a warehouse in Amsterdam where he gave each of his pupils a small room so that they could learn to paint from life without disturbing each other.  A female model brought in by one of the students roused such curiosity in his contemporaries that they took turns on spying on her ‘by means of a small hole made deliberately for that purpose.’​[178]​ What they saw through this hole were artist and model otherwise engaged.​[179]​ This anecdote is written in such a matter of fact way we see Houbraken assuming with no shock that any artist painting the nude model would doubtless be having sex with her as well. Thus in myth as well as recorded life we see artist models assuming the role of prostitutes. In fact, a wealth of contemporary documentation informs us that in the seventeenth-century artists wanting to depict the female nude employed prostitutes as their models. Public nudity, and this included posing in an artist’s studio, was considered an immoral and reprehensible act.​[180]​ Many of the surviving documents are written confessions or witness statements recorded during legal proceedings.​[181]​ 

Due to the moral issues of posing nude, artists chose to de-identify their models by idealising them. An exception to this rule, however, can be seen in an early sixteenth-century Venetian genre.​[182]​ Venetian artists of the period began painting semi-nude beautiful women suggested in current art literature to be courtesans, in mythological guises.​[183]​ Courtesans appeared on the Italian social scene in the late fifteenth-century. At first unattainable, their love had to be won. Thus they provided an ‘honourable’ alternative to the prostitutes frequented by men in the lower ranks of social hierarchy.​[184]​ But are they individuals? If indeed these paintings are of courtesans, due to their profession, they would not have been regarded as such. Excelling both conversationally and in the bedroom, courtesans were for the Humanist, living idealisations of the Renaissance female.​[185]​ The courtesan as fantasy object links directly back to the classical love elegists. I believe the elegists loved self-gratuitously, using their muse as a mirror to reflect and glorify in their own emotion. The subject was never an individual but the universalised means to the poet’s end. Courtesans as well as prostitutes are proof of types existing in reality. Their profession makes them living objectifications. For a male artist to paint a sex-worker was not to represent an individual but rather a physical object of sexual fantasy. 







Although, as Berger notes, the artist has depicted his wife’s ‘extraordinary particularity, with flesh that breaks every convention of the ideal form,’​[190]​ I do not believe this to be the case. By painting her in the style of the rest of his models, and giving her a pose that suggests the Venus Pudica, Rubens has depicted, to his personal tastes, an idealised sexual object. 

The assumption that the female nude model would be sexually available would have made it virtually impossible for the respectable Renaissance woman to pose.​[191]​ This is evidenced by the relatively small oeuvre of nude studies Rembrandt made of his first wife Saskia, compared to those with her clothes on.​[192]​ Any recognisable element in a nude could be morally compromising to its model, so in general, artists had to use other working methods through which they could render the female form convincingly.​[193]​


Issues also surrounded the male nude. Malvasia writes about the criticism Annibale received from his Bolognese contemporaries on his nude depictions. They saw him as an inexperienced painter who; ‘feeling himself to be deficient both in the basics and in the particulars, could very easily get some porter to pose in the nude or with a piece of drapery, and then just reproduce him directly on the canvas.’​[194]​ This quote is insightful for a number of reasons. It alludes to the belief that artists need to be trained before tackling the nude, and that the nude cannot be found through direct transcription of the model. Most importantly for us here, however, is the indication of the class of model; ‘some porter.’ This clarifies why artists were uninterested in depicting the individual nude, what patron would want to display a naked image of the working-class on his wall? From the mid sixteenth-century nudes became the subject that represented the social esteem and moral and intellectual stature of the client.​[195]​ The Renaissance ‘individual’ was just not desirable in the nude trope. 


IDEALISATION IN LIFE DRAWING

…let us always observe decency and modesty. The obscene parts of the body and all these that are not very pleasing to look at, should be covered with clothing or leaves or the hand.​[196]​













The anatomy of the male nude has been typified in a similar way. The terms active and passive have characterised the sexes since antiquity; men as active, women (and effeminate men) as passive. However in Renaissance depictions of the nude, both are passive. The anatomies of those beautifully idealised male nudes we find in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, certainly subjects of erotic voyeurism, are never physically reciprocal to their viewer. Disregarding those implied in I Modi of Giulio Romano, neither god nor mortal is displayed in the Renaissance with an erection. It is only the more basic creatures, satyrs whose characters are tied up with animal lust, in which we see this. In this sense we can argue a Renaissance decorum of genitalia. Although not erect, Agostino’s wonderfully characterised Seated Figure (Fig. 26) portrays very realistic depiction of the genitalia. Dürer’s Nude Self-Portrait (Fig. 27) is another example. B. Cummings writes that Dürer here presents himself ‘as he is;’​[202]​ the individual nude, the naked person unashamedly real. The work is thought to have been drawn by Dürer as a self-survey of his body under the conditions of sickness.​[203]​ In this image Dürer has left us just one moment of his physicality. It is a portrayal of transience rather than of the idealised and eternal. The naked rather than the nude.







A further way in which life drawings were idealised was through pose. J. K. Cadagon believes that drawings after sculpture show different graphic strategies and signal a different relationship between artist and model than drawings from life.​[204]​ But it is more complex than this. The two are interlinked. Annibale’s move to Rome in 1595 saw him become acquainted with classical art for the first time. Rather than directly copy marble sculpture, he would pose his live models in the same positions,​[205]​ a practice first seen in the work of Pisanello.​[206]​ 

Goltzius’s Recumbent Nude takes a pose that sits far from the practice of nae t’leven. Her upper body fits into a pictorial tradition going back to classical antiquity.​[207]​ A male version of the pose can be found in Lodovico’s Study of a Recumbent Nude Boy (Fig. 29). Although obviously a life drawing the boy’s pose ties the image to its antique forefathers; the blatant display of genitalia bearing much similarity to the Barbarini Faun (Fig. 28). Even the coy invitation on the boy’s lips harks back to those sleeping nudes one stumbles across in Golden Age groves.










WHERE IS THE APPROPRIATE HOME FOR THE INDIVIDUAL NUDE?

The final chapter will posit two methods by which the sixteenth and seventeenth-century draughtsman was able to depict the individual nude. The first method was by creating an illusion of life, portraying nudes with individual yet unparticular physical traits. This method served to immediately move the artist away from any of the moral and social problems that surrounded depicting the nude from life. To depict the particular, the class of model played a strong part, as did the intended audience. Depictions of both types of individual, real or imaginary, were appropriate only with the compliance to three contexts: story, setting and material. 







Issues surrounding drawing from the nude model meant that sixteenth and seventeenth-century artists tended to idealise their figures away from absolute adherence to empirical truth. Conversely, artists could un-idealise their models. The individual nude, rather than being photographic representation, can be seen as an invention of the individual. Many un-idealised elements from many different people fused into 
one body. It is the Zeuxis myth turned on its head. 



















Rembrandt’s use of the direct gaze further individualises his nudes. Through it, the viewer is unable to ignore the individual within the body. In certain contexts this eye contact works in the same way as the withdrawn gaze, as an erotic invitation. It allows the image’s audience the time and space to linger on the nude form. But Rembrandt’s use of eye contact is confrontational. In both Figs 30 and 31 she looks at us, we look at her. Both of us have a role to play. By looking directly at the viewer, Rembrandt’s women are no longer passive. Rather, they are in control of their nudity, their nakedness inseparable from their individual personalities. I would be prone to saying that even had Rembrandt depicted these women with idealised bodies, their very expressions would hinder any viewer from seeing them as such. The sardonic smirk on the face of Nude Woman undermines any man who may have become aroused at the sight of her. And the cold impersonal stare of Diana works as an invisible barrier to her naked form and suggests in the same way as Dürer’s Nude Self-Portrait a complete lack of interest in the viewer. Both have bigger fish to fry. 

Rembrandt chose the medium of etching for both of his nudes. The ease in reproduction of this method implies that he thought there would be a mass-market for them among print collectors.​[219]​ Nude Woman had immediate success, and was copied by Wenzel Hollar in 1635(Fig. 35).​[220]​ One wonders why Hollar felt compelled to copy this particular image. From a seventeenth-century point of view it was certainly neither pornographic​[221]​ nor in any way beautiful. Hollar has not quite captured the mocking smile on the face of Rembrandt’s nude, was this perhaps too complex an expression, or did the copyist make a conscious decision to create a nude more inviting? Her distant gaze and flowing hair bears more similarity to Botticelli’s Venus. Moreover, Hollar has smoothed out his image somewhat. The body in Fig. 35 is without its excess of cellulite, allowing the breasts more pertness and the skin further elasticity. This is particularly prominent around the figure’s stomach, the implied muscle means it no longer looks as if it will sag down between her legs should she stand up. This smoothing over of the flesh could, again, though be due to Hollar’s lack of skill as a draughtsman compared to Rembrandt. It is interesting to note that although Hollar adds a certain bounce to the stomach, he does not diminish it. In fact, neither Pels nor Houbraken condemn the corpulence of Rembrandt’s women in their criticism of the artist. The ideal woman in this period was actually generously voluptuous.​[222]​ Only Jan de Bisschop mentions Rembrandt’s depiction of the female stomach. Although he does not use the artist’s name in this criticism, we can safely assume he was thinking of one of Rembrandt’s nudes when he wrote of that ‘woman with a swollen belly, pendulous breasts, legs disfigured by garters…’​[223]​ However it is more likely the idea he was attempting to communicate here was that Rembrandt had depicted an ugly aged woman rather than an overweight one. Evidenced in Durer’s Avaritia, heavy breasts were characteristic in sixteenth and seventeenth-century art of old women, hags and witches.​[224]​ Hollar gave his nude a body that seems far more in proportion than Rembrandt’s. The shoulders of his figure just about match the width of her hips, whilst Rembrandt’s are much narrower, giving his nude an inverted pyramid shape. Rembrandt’s hint at a disproportionably enormous femur would hinder his model in any attempt at walking. Her relatively delicate ankles and feet attached to the mountainous body give the image a comic affect. Sluijter argues that Rembrandt must have had several renowned prints of Susanna and the Elders in mind as inspiration for her pose.​[225]​ This allusion to classicised imagery furthers the work’s monstrosity. The minute changes that Hollar has made work together to create an immeasurably more coherent image. Its existence connotes that the viewing public was by and large unready to accept Rembrandt’s monstrified lifelikeness. Although Rembrandt has created the illusion of life in these two works, thus moving them away from the issues surrounding depiction of the nude from life, new issues arise concerning what the viewer actually wanted to look at. Perhaps this invention of individuality was not yet appropriate at all?







AN APPROPRIATE CONTEXT FOR THE PARTICULAR

The Renaissance draughtsman must abide by three contexts in his appropriate depiction of the individual nude; context of story, setting and material. The mass of criticism Rembrandt received in depicting the nude was largely due to a failure to respect all three of them.​[226]​

To begin with context of setting. Inherent to the myth of the goddess Diana is her ‘chaste virginity;’​[227]​ a virtue closely linked to pure, physical beauty. By depicting a non-ideal figure, Rembrandt broke the rules of decorum through non-adherence to context of story. Though Diana is supposed to be naked, as soon as Actaeon makes himself known to her she whips up into a humiliated fury. This is certainly not the state Rembrandt has depicted her in. So if not that of Actaeon, whose role did Rembrandt imagine the viewer to assume? We are not given a position to view from, leaving us unsure, in limbo. Are we one of her female consorts, or simply not imagined at all? Is Diana just staring into space, tired, suddenly, of the hunt and of her frolicking giggling nymphs? 

The artist’s Adam and Eve etching (Fig. 36) also received many negative comments in terms of beauty. Eve was far from the classical ideal; neckless, with a short upper body, hips nearing her breasts. It is particularly unfair for her to be standing next to Adam, whose pose and anatomy is highly accurate.​[228]​ Durer’s Adam and Eve (Fig. 37) shows how the pair was deemed appropriate to appear. The first couple, in the words of Houbraken, should be; ‘Depicted after the most consummate beauty, therefore, one should not gape at, or even less, follow, such a misshapen portrayal of Adam and Eve, as one finds in the prints of Rembrandt van Rijn.’​[229]​ Adam and Eve were made in God’s image therefore they must be perfect.​[230]​ Rembrandt’s couple is not. However, if one imagines his etching to be a snapshot of the pair post-Fall, Eve’s non-idealisation sits perfectly within the rules of decorum. 
The blatant display of her genitalia furthers this argument, in Renaissance art having negative connotations. It alludes to the antique notion of the female as seductress, her genitals insatiably hungering for semen.​[231]​ This marries with the decorum of Eve as woman at fault. Interestingly, the iconography of genitalia also served to move the nude away from individual and closer to a universalised type.​[232]​






It was not only the fictional nude whose beauty was inherent to its character. Outwith the context of story the Renaissance female in life was too bound up in the rules of decorum. This desired beauty is exemplified in Agnolo Firenzuola’s 1548 On the Beauty of Women, a self-purported non-fictional document of a group attempting to define ‘the perfect beauty of a woman.’​[233]​ She was, for Houbraken; ‘the noblest subject for the artist’s brush.’​[234]​ Beauty, to abide by contemporary art criticism, should be inherent with the anonymous nude female in the same way as it was in the figures of Diana or Venus. Moreover, beauty was inherent to the nude in Neo-Platonic terms. The beautiful nude was seen as a vessel through which the viewer could become closer to God. Marsilio Ficino writes, in Commentary on Plato’s Symposium on Love; ‘he who uses love properly certainly praises the beauty of the body, but through that contemplates the higher beauty of the soul.’​[235]​

The second context to which the sixteenth and seventeenth-century artist must adhere in his depiction of the nude was that of setting. Renaissance decorum saw portrayal of the bucolic, pastoral world as inherently occupied by idealised figures. Rembrandt’s lumpen Diana does not belong with them. Where was the appropriate setting for the individual and thus un-idealised female nude? Exactly where it was in contemporary Renaissance life; within the domestic sphere. 








In terms of the nude female, it is this domestic context that links the idealised and un-idealised individual. Rembrandt’s etching of a naked woman in Fig. 38 appears to be sitting on an unmade bed. Although seemingly a depiction from life, the inclusion of a large man’s hat beside her grounds the composition in the artist-model erotic tradition. Houbraken documents the popularity of the image,​[240]​ perhaps for this reason. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the naked individual was only accepted within the small world of female uneducated domesticity. Was this where men wanted their women in life and art?

Finally, I would like to posit a link between drawing practice and the un-idealised individual nude through a discussion of the importance of the context of material. From the sixteenth-century, drawing was used as a means of artistic experimentation,​[241]​ something intrinsic to the growing availability of paper in the period. Although paper mills had existed in Fabriano, Italy at least as early as 1276, it was only in the mid fifteenth-century that a growing demand was matched by vigorous growth of the industry on both sides of the Alps. The material’s popularity swelled again from the sixteenth-century. The invention of printing caused enormous new demand, accentuated by the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, whose propaganda required a huge amount of paper.​[242]​ Although still relatively expensive, (twelve sheets costing approximately the same as one skin of parchment​[243]​) this increased availability stimulated artists to new patterns of creative thought and expression in the development of their ideas. It is important to note at this point that although evidence of drawing practice is far richer from the sixteenth-century, it is not objective proof that there was more of it. It shows rather that artists were now using paper alongside the re-usable wooden tablets in common use in previous centuries.​[244]​ But drawing as an artistic practice certainly did increase in importance after the middle ages. This was due both to the growing value of the practice and a new collector’s desire for the works themselves. As the initial manifestation of artistic expression Vasari believed that drawing acted as a mirror through which one could see the maker’s personality.​[245]​ He saw the practice move from its use in the middle ages as a solely manual occupation to one requiring intellect and learning.​[246]​ In fact, this understanding of drawing comes directly from the ancient world. Aristotle documents the practice as a ‘useful’ skill sometimes added to the compulsory branches of education. He believed its inclusion in the education system would make children ‘judges of the beauty of the human form.’​[247]​ The importance of drawing in the later Renaissance is evident through the popularity of Apelles’s quote ‘not a day without a line.’​[248]​ It is accentuated in Michelangelo’s note on the back of one of his drawings urging his pupil Antonio Mini to draw without wasting time,​[249]​ and later in Tintoretto’s advice to his pupil Fialetti to ‘draw and again draw.’​[250]​ 

It was the materials that allowed for fast, continuous lines that were best for drawing the nude form. Both Armenini​[251]​ and Samuel Van Hoogstraten​[252]​ recommend the use of chalk for drawing the nude from life. The pen or quill with ink also responds well to rapid handling, and reflects in its rhythm the fluent movements of the draughtsman’s hand.​[253]​ The appropriateness of chalk for experimentation is evident in Fig. 32. Rembrandt has reworked the legs of Diana, and also sketched in two different positions for her left arm. There is an immediacy to his draughtsmanship, and an unselfconsciousness about the mistakes.​[254]​ These imperfections, both in draughtsman’s practice and in the physical traits of the depicted, do not translate into painting. This is clearly evidenced through a comparison of Rembrandt’s Diana etching with the nude females in his Diana Bathing (Fig. 39).








A further link between drawing practice and the imperfect nude can be found in the intended audience of the work on paper. In Art and Agency, Alfred Gell discusses art as a ‘social agent,’ with the ability to influence the thoughts and actions of others.​[256]​ Certainly in the case of the drawing, this intention lies dormant. In the early Renaissance, drawings remained in the artist studio, but largely thanks to Vasari and his contemporaries, experimental works joined the highly finished presentation drawing as having value as collector’s items.​[257]​ Marcantonio Michiel confirms a growing fashion for drawing collection in Notizie d’Opere del Disegno.​[258]​ The rise in the value of drawings in the period is eluded to in the 1564 will of Valerio Belli. The gem-cutter is documented leaving his son ‘all the drawings that are in the books and elsewhere.’​[259]​ But even when drawings increased in status they remained in the private sphere. Although collecting drawings became a sociable activity in the period, this was largely within the courtly circle.​[260]​ As is clarified in Belli’s will, collectors would keep their drawings bound up in books or folios.​[261]​ Prints were kept in the same way. 

This element of privacy comes to the fore in Renaissance pornography. Guido A. Guerzoni documents this in his investigation of amateur pornographic drawings found hidden in sixteenth-century accounting ledgers.​[262]​ Pornographic prints, although mass-produced, arguably retained this level of privacy. The work on paper as a physical object has the ability to remain much more private. Hidden away from prying eyes, folded into pockets or slipped into drawers, the privacy in what the work of paper can depict reflects so well traits of the object itself it does not seem enough to think it serendipitous. The private elements within the physical object link the work on paper directly to the domestic setting in which we find the un-idealised Renaissance nude. Even the tradition of erotically decorated maiolica pottery was integrated in the domestic context, displayed in cabinets within the home.​[263]​ 








Decorum in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was an essential aspect of both public art and life, and left no room for the individual nude. Decorum created an awareness of self- a ‘self’ not as something autonomous and singular but, as detailed in the introduction of this work, multifaceted, with the scope to grow and improve. This Renaissance desire for self-improvement was highlighted in the role of the great artist as he who must perfect rather than copy what he saw in the natural world. This essay has used John Berger’s understanding of nudity as a form of dress to argue that the connotations of nudity in art remained much larger than the individual figure they clothed. Of the many meanings given to the nude, it was the link of the nude body to beauty that has been particularly important for this study. Vasari’s Vite saw the naked body become for the first time in the period a subject identifiable with the necessity of beauty and perfection in art. This understanding of beauty as inseparable from the naked body was formed in antiquity and re-attributed to depictions of the nude in the Renaissance. 

An artistic desire to create the ideal nude defined the sources available to the draughtsman. The use of a variety of sources mirrored the antique story of Zeuxis; a process of selection from many in the depiction of perfect beauty in one. Not only did artist training teach the draughtsman to idealise the naked body, but, as was argued in chapter one, each source he used aimed to do the same. It was not even through drawing directly from life that the draughtsman could depict the individual. Even when looking at the nude model he neither desired nor was able to depict the imperfect individual in front of him. The moral and social issues surrounding the nude model, as detailed in the second chapter of this work meant that in general, artists felt compelled to typify and idealise what they saw. 
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Peter Paul Rubens, Venus at her Mirror.











Bartolomeo  Passarotti, Michelangelo Giving an Anatomy Lesson (detail.)
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Rembrandt van Rijn, Bathsheba at her Bath.
Oil on canvas, 1654.
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Annibale Carracci, Study of a Seated Man.
Red chalk on paper, late 16th century.
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Lodovico Carracci, Flagellation of Christ.
Oil on canvas, early 17th century.
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Annibale Carracci (attr.), Figure Study.










Agostino Carracci (attr.), Male Nude.
Pen and brown ink over black chalk on paper, late 16th century.
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Annibale Carracci, Figure Study of a Woman.
Red chalk on paper, late 16th century.
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Lodovico Carracci, Susanna and the Elders.
Oil on canvas, early 17th century.
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Raphael, Study of a Girl Holding a Mirror.
Chalk on paper, c.1517-18.
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Raphael, Study for a Figure of Venus.
Metalpoint on paper, 1498-1520.
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Peter Paul Rubens, Helene Fourment in a Fur Coat.
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Hendrik Goltzius, Recumbent Nude.








Albrecht Dürer, Adam and Eve (detail.)
Oil on panel, 1507. 
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Agostino Carracci, Seated Figure (detail.)
Red chalk on paper, late 16th century.
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Albrecht Dürer, Nude Self-Portrait.
Brush and ink heightened with white on green tinted paper, 1505.
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Lodovico Carracci, Study of a Recumbent Nude Boy.
















Rembrandt van Rijn, Sketch for Diana.
Black chalk on paper, 1631.
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Rembrandt van Rijn, Diana Bathing (detail.)
Oil on canvas, 1634.
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Rembrandt van Rijn, Bathsheba at her Bath.
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